2009-2010 School Year

Free and Reduced Meal Benefits Q&A
1. Q: During the benefit carryover from the beginning of the year, if benefits are decreased, does the 10-day adverse action have to be given?   Can you add 10 days of adverse action onto the 30-day grace period at the beginning of the year?
It is not required that the SFA provide the 10-day adverse action when a student’s status changes during the 30-day carryover period.  The SFA can give the 10-day adverse action if it falls within the 30-day carryover period.  An SFA cannot give the 10-day adverse action after the 30-day carryover has ended.  If an SFA chooses to provide the 10-day adverse action, the letter must be sent home no later than the 20th day of the carryover period. 
2. Q:
If a charter school is leaving an SFA and going to another district, do the 30 days then carryover to the new district once school starts?  

If the previous SFA has the information, they can share a list with the charter school to provide the 30-day carryover status for the transferring students. It is not required that the SFA provide this information. If the original SFA does not provide this, then a new application needs to be submitted by the household before benefits can be granted.
3. Q: 
RCCI: Some students are day students, and some are in house residents.  If the use of the new application is to begin on July 1, and an application was approved in January, do they still need to fill out a new application?

Yes, the school year is from July 1 through June 30. Only day students that attend the RCCI must complete an application; resident students do not.  If the student has an application from the prior year and is enrolling in the current school year, the application designation from the prior year will carryover for up to the first 30 days of the new school year or until a new application is submitted—whichever occurs first. 
4. Q: 
Does an application with zero income listed (temporary approval) get the 30-day carryover at the beginning of the year? 
Applications that were given temporary approval in the previous school year are not included in the 30-day carryover period. If a temporary application was approved with only a few days remaining in the school year, the application will expire at the end of the school year. 

In limited cases, a zero income application is approved for the duration of the school year; in these instances the application would be eligible for the 30-day carryover period.  For example, if a family is being supported by a local church or organization and the organization is providing their food, clothing, and shelter, then their zero income application could be approved for the entire school year.  Document the source of information and the date collected.  Eligibility Manual for School Meals (EMSM), pages 21-22.
5. Q: 
Is it required to date-stamp applications on the day they were received by the district?


It is not required that applications be date-stamped on the day they were received.  It is encouraged to date-stamp applications since SFAs are given a 10-day processing time frame from the date the application is received.  SFAs are encouraged to date-stamp applications when the household member signs the application but does not date it. 
6. Q: 
If using an electronic application software program and a change is made or updated to the application, can district staff just have their login information as the documentation of who made the changes, or must they initial changes?


Software systems vary; it is important to note what your software does automatically and what would need to be entered manually.  Regardless of software systems, all comments made to applications need to record the name of the person making the note and the date it was entered. 
7. Q: 
Why can’t the old conversion of 4.33 or 2.15 be used to determine household income with different intervals?
The following new conversion method is more accurate than the previous (4.33 or 2.15).

If there are multiple income sources with more than one frequency, the SFA must annualize all income by multiplying:

· Weekly income by 52;

· Bi-weekly income (received every two weeks) by 26;

· Semi-monthly income (received twice a month) by 24;

· Monthly income by 12.

· Do not round the values resulting from each conversion.

· Add all of the un-rounded converted values and compare the un-rounded total to the appropriate IEG for annual income for the household size.
8. Q: 
If a household has only one person with income listed and it is money they are withdrawing from their savings account because they were laid off, is this a temporary application or can it be approved for the duration of the school year?  

If the household has indicated that they are currently unemployed and living off of their savings, then the SFA should approve the application based on the reduced income listed and place it on temporary (45-day) status. 

9. Q: 
If the income section of an application has a “0” in the first column, a line through it, a line through the whole line, or “0’s” across the whole row, is it an acceptable indication of zero income?

Yes. All are acceptable.
10. Q: Does the 30-day grace period transfer from district to district?
Yes. Proof of previous year status may be forwarded to the new district at the beginning of the school year.
11. Q: What is acceptable for an electronic signature? (i.e., email, pdf, fax, etc.)?

A PDF of a document with an original signature, a faxed document with the original signature, and a scanned and e-mailed document that has an original signature are all acceptable.
12. Q: When should RCCIs run direct certification?  

There are limited RCCIs that are required to complete Direct Certification.  It applies only to non-residential students.  Direct Certification should be run as early as possible since the school year starts on July 1. We recommend that it is completed prior to the start of school. 
13. Q: Can a free and reduced meal benefit letter be faxed at the parents’ request? 
CDE encourages prudence in all confidentiality matters, and the SFA should use reasonable discretion when disclosing any information that is considered confidential (such as social security numbers, address, etc.). There is no specific guidance that prohibits the SFA from faxing the notification letter to the applicant. However, if you feel it is difficult to determine if the “caller” is the household member on the application, it may be wise to consider safeguarding against a possible disclosure violation. This can be achieved by obtaining a written request from the household member to release the information via fax, or at the very least verifying pertinent information from the caller that only the applicant would know. 

14. Q: Can you send more than one free and reduced meal status letter upon a parent’s request? Can you send a free and reduced meal status letter upon a parent’s request to be used for other incentives?

Yes, multiple benefit letters may be sent to a household upon request.  The household may use this letter for other incentives. The SFA should ensure the requesting adult is listed on the application. 

15. Q: Can the 10-day adverse action go past November 15 in verification?


The Result of Verification letter must be sent no later than November 15th. When there is a decrease in or termination of benefits, the 10-day adverse action may extend beyond the 15th.  
16. Q: Does a district have to do a second party review if using a technology based system that demonstrates a high level of accuracy?

Yes. CDE has not determined any of the technology based systems to demonstrate a high level of accuracy. See EMSM, page 70. 

17. Q: Do edit checks have to be completed monthly or daily?  If monthly, why, since daily is more accurate?
Regulation requires that a monthly edit check be completed.  The school food authority shall establish internal controls that ensure the accuracy of lunch counts prior to the submission of the monthly Claim for Reimbursement.  Multi-unit SFAs are encouraged to do daily edit checks to make immediate corrections and document unusual counts since district offices are not privy to this information and since it is also more efficient to catch and correct errors as they occur.
18. Q: If a student is listed on the homeless list, can the household they are living with include them as a household member on an application based on income? 


Yes.  They can be counted as a member of a household.  However, their eligibility should indicate their status based on categorical eligibility for a homeless student. See EMSM, page 44.
19. Q: Is it mandatory or the district’s choice to accept a student’s eligibility status after transferring?  If mandatory, is the state overriding federal requirements?
No, it is not mandatory to accept a transferring student’s eligibility; it is the district’s choice. When a student transfers to another school district, the new SFA may accept the eligibility determination from the student’s former SFA without incurring liability for the accuracy of the initial determination. When a copy of the application is provided, the accepting SFA shall review the application for arithmetic errors and compare the income and household size to the applicable IEGs to assure that the correct level of benefits was assigned. See EMSM, page 25. Since accepting a transferring student’s eligibility is not mandatory, the state is not overriding federal requirements.
20. Q: When a student transfers, can the district send the application to the new district, or must the parent obtain it?  
Yes, a district can share an application with another district without parental consent. A copy should be made, and both districts should maintain the application or copy for their records. The receiving district shall verify eligibility determination. 

21. Q: Can we accept a Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) case number from another state?

If a household applies for free and reduced price benefits based on its eligibility on a SNAP case number that confirms participation in the same month in which they apply for free and reduced price benefits, they are categorically eligible for free meal benefits. This is true even if they were eligible for those SNAP benefits in another state at the time. However, because the determining official must determine if the case number given by a household conforms to the correct pattern for such case numbers, the SFA in this case would have to contact someone at a SNAP agency in the state where the household was eligible in order to confirm that the number the household listed is consistent with case numbers for that program in that state. If the out-of-state contact can also confirm the household’s SNAP eligibility, including the names of the children on the case, so much the better, but that is not required for certification.  
22. Q: Do SNAP case numbers in Colorado start with I or 1?  

SNAP case numbers start with the number 1 and the letter B.
23. Q: If a student is on direct certification and then appears on the migrant list, which status takes precedence?
There is no precedence; both are categorically eligible. Depending on the SFA, there may be funding tied to migrant status, so districts with migrant children should contact their business manager for guidance.   The SFA is not required to change a student from one category to the other; however, they can if they so choose. The SFA should note this change in the event the direct certification list predates the migrant list and students received free meal benefits prior to the receipt of the migrant list.
24. Q: Do all students on reduced lunch receive free breakfast?

All Colorado students approved for reduced price benefits will receive breakfast at no charge for the 2009-2010 school year. This state funding is contingent on available funding and is voted on each year. Funding has been made available for 2010-2011 as well.
25. Q:  What is the SFA’s Public Release?
See EMSM, page 3, C. Public (Media) Release.
26. Q: What is the SFA’s Policy Statement?

See EMSM, page 2, B. Policy Statement.
27. Q:  How do I process an application that has a TANF number?
In most states, the TANF programs share universal guidelines that coincide with the IEGs for the National School Breakfast and Lunch Programs. Colorado TANF programs are locally run and differ from county to county. As a result, SFAs cannot approve TANF recipients as categorically free.  If an application is received with a TANF case number, the SFA should notify the household that Colorado cannot accept TANF and encourage them to apply using their income information. 
28. Q: I have already received and processed applications; if I did not collect a student income for those applications that did not report one, do I need to go back and obtain that information?
Yes, the SFA will need to obtain the missing information unless previously approved by the CDE Nutrition Unit. An income or an indication of “no income” needs to be reported for all household members, including the students on the application.  The SFA should call the households to obtain this information; it can then be documented on the application.  The determining official should update the application, document the contact, date, and initial. 

A complete income application must provide:

· The names of all household members
· The amount and source of current income by each household member
· The signature of an adult household member
· The complete social security number of the adult household member who signs the application or an indication that the household member does not have one.  

29. Q: What happens to an application after the 45-day temporary approval has expired?

If the temporary application has expired, a new application must be submitted, or the parent may come in, make changes to, and initial the original application. After the 45 days have expired, the SFA can no longer contact the household by phone to update the application. See EMSM, page 22. 
30. Q: After the 45-day temporary approval has ended, can the SFA give the household the 10-day adverse action?

No, a letter of adverse action is not required for temporary applications.  These are temporary approvals that expire at the end of the 45-day time period.  If the SFA does choose to send a letter of adverse action and give 10 days’ notice, it must be sent on the 35th day of the 45-day approval time period. 
31. Q: If a student’s meal benefits are changed to paid due to non-response to verification and then the family submits proof of income to receive benefits, can the updates to the student’s benefits and the proof of income be reported on the existing application or will the households need to submit a new application?

Applications that are selected for Verification are considered to be in Verification for the entire year.  When a family is changed to paid due to non-response and later reapplies with proof of income, the initial application can be updated to reflect the re-approval. If a family submits a new application with their proof of income, that application can be used for approval.  Any applications that are re-approved due to verification are not considered new applications. See EMSM, page 77.
32. Q: A CDE CRE review is completed, and it is found that an application has been approved incorrectly based on the household income. A notice of adverse action is sent to the household. The household calls and says there is a change in their income. Can the SFA update the existing application, or will a new application be needed?
The SFA may update the existing application, date, and initial. The SFA would have to readjust their claim for the review month up until the error has been corrected.  They would not have to adjust any claims prior to the month of review. The SFA may consider verifying this application for cause to ensure the family has provided correct income information.
33. Q: If a student was a second grader last year and was approved as reduced but receiving free meals because of the PK-2 Reduced Lunch initiative, during the 30-day carryover of the new school year, does the student eat as reduced or free?
The second grader, like any other reduced student, would have the reduced eligibility carry over, until another application is received or the grace period expires. However, the second grader, now in third grade, would need to start paying the .40 for his/her reduced lunches. One way to look at this is that the carry-over is a federal regulation, and the K-2 (now PK-2) Program is a state initiative, strictly bound by grade; the Senate Bill does not include language requiring that it be part of the carry-over. The state at no time can pay the reduced charge for 3rd graders for lunch.
34. Q: If a family fills out an application with zero income from a job but reports they are receiving child support, is the application approved as temporary or for the entire year?

The application should be approved with the income provided and will be good for the entire school year.
35. Q: Can an SFA inform families of benefits orally, or do they need to provide a written document?

The SFA can inform households of initial benefits orally.  At any time during the year if the benefits are reduced or terminated, the household must be provided a written document stating the reduction/termination of benefits. If throughout the school year a household’s benefits increase, the household can be notified orally.  Any time there is a denial or reduction in benefits, the household must be informed in writing.
36. Q: If a student was Directly Certified, but his/her parents then called the SFA and stated that they do not receive SNAP, but do not deny the free meal benefits, do we still honor the benefits since they are on the Direct Certification match report?

Students on the Direct Certification match report are determined free for the entire year. The SFA must honor the benefits if a family calls and states that they do not receive SNAP—but do not decline the free meal benefit. If the parents do not want the meal benefits, the SFA should honor the request and mail a letter of adverse action. 
37. Q: If we can accept a phone call from the social services office confirming a student’s SNAP benefits, why can we not accept a phone call from the migrant, homeless, or runaway coordinators?
 SFAs should work directly with their Local Operating Agency (LOA) or school district’s Migrant Education Program (MEP) coordinator or, where appropriate, the State MEP director, to identify migrant children and to document their eligibility for free school meals.  SFAs must accept documentation that the children are migrant children from the LOA or school district’s MEP coordinator.  Acceptable documentation for MEP enrollment is:
· A dated list with each child’s name

· The signature of the MEP coordinator or the State MEP director.

Documentation of Runaways’ RHYA Participation—Acceptable documentation to substantiate participation in a program for runaway children sponsored by Runaway and Homeless Youth Act must include:

· The child’s name or a list of names of participating children;

· The effective date(s); and

· The signature of the school district’s homeless liaison
Documenting Free Meal Eligibility for Homeless Children—Acceptable documentation that the children are homeless is obtained from the local educational homeless liaison or directors of homeless shelters where the children reside.  Documentation to substantiate free meal eligibility must consist of the child’s name or list of names, effective date(s), and the signature of the local educational liaison or the director of the homeless shelter. See EMSM, pages 41-43.
38. Q: If a student is transferring to my district from another SFA can I accept a family economic data survey to approve him/her for meal benefits?
No, the household will need to complete a Free and Reduced Meal application to be considered for meal benefits. 
39. Q: If the reviewer of the application has received an application and personally knows the family—and knows there is a family member whose income has been left off, can they call the household and request the missing information?
No. The determining official must make the initial determination based upon the face value of the application. However, immediately after the application is approved, the SFA may verify that application for cause.
40. Q: If the reviewer receives an application and knows an income is not being reported and verifies that application for cause and the household still does not report that income, are there any steps beyond verification that can be pursued?

No.
41. Q: Can we accept applications from another state?

SFAs may but do not have to accept eligibility determinations from another state or another district. If there is communication between SFAs, continuing certifications may be possible. However, it is important to note that the receiving SFA is responsible for certifying the children correctly and therefore would need some type of documentation, whether it is a letter from a previous SFA stating eligibility status, or an application from the household.

42. Q: I do not receive my migrant/homeless/runaway lists until the fall; how do I approve these students until that time? 

“We suggest that the SFA or school determine who best knows the child’s situation and have that person indicate that a child is homeless, a runaway or a migrant. This could be done either by completing an application on the child’s behalf or by establishing a list indicating which children are migrants, for example. Keep in mind that the school’s determining official must base the decision on concrete information that will support such a determination.  

Once an SFA or school official establishes a child’s eligibility as homeless, runaway or migratory, that eligibility remains in effect for the school year provided that the child was correctly identified.  However, if the child’s status is not confirmed by subsequent information from the homeless/runaway/migrant coordinator, the school year eligibility is no longer valid. In these situations, the SFA must take steps to advise the household of the change made by issuing a notice of adverse action which explains the household’s right to appeal and inform the household that it can reapply for benefits.  Note also that eligibility for free meals dates from the SFA or school official’s establishment of a child’s eligibility. Eligibility for free meals is not back dated to any period prior to this date, even if the child already was in a categorically eligibility status. 

If the child’s status is not confirmed by the liaison/coordinator, the household that was misclassified does not have to repay any difference between their correct eligibility and their free status. The household would need to submit an application to determine the child’s correct eligibility status, or be classified as “paid” from that point forward. The meal counts and the reimbursement claims do not need to be adjusted.” 

—MPRO Policy memo SP-05-09 (available from CDE upon request).
43. Q: Is there a deadline by which the homeless/runaway/migrant coordinator has to provide the list to me?
No, there is no set timeframe in which the coordinator has to provide the list to the district. The SFA should work closely with the migrant coordinator and homeless/runaway/migrant liaison to obtain this information as soon as possible.
44. Q: If an SFA receives an application from another SFA and the benefits are incorrect, can they change the meal benefit on the existing application, or will a new application need to be completed?
If an application received from another district shows an incorrect meal benefit status, then the household must submit a new application; changes cannot be made to the existing application. 

45. Q: Can I share free and reduce information with the principal?

Each request should be reviewed on a case-by-case basis. It is solely dependent on what the information is to be used for. Once this is determined, the SFA should refer to the September 29, 2006, memo, “Update: Limited Disclosure of Children’s Free and Reduced Price Meal Eligibility” and February 23, 2009, memo, “Updated Guidance for Release of Disclosure of Children’s Eligibility Information to Education Officials.” Both are available from our website.
46. Q: Which forms can be initialed vs. those that need a full signature?

The migrant, homeless, and runaway lists need to have the full signature and date on the list. The Direct Certification list must have the full signature of the person who reviewed the list.  Applications that have been approved or denied may have a signature or initials of the determining official. 
47. Q: Do students who are categorically eligible as migrant receive free summer school?  Who can request those eligibility statuses for this program without requesting parental permission?

In the event that these students qualify for free summer school, the SFA must obtain parental consent to acquire a list of these students. 
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